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THE JEWISH PROBLEM IN AMERICA 
BY ALVIN JOHNSON 


I 


aa Jew we have always had with us. There were Jews on the 
ships of Columbus; Jewish communities in seventeenth-century 
New Amsterdam and New Bedford. Jews played an honorable part 
in the War of Independence and figured honorably on both sides 
in our ghastly Civil War. There were no sections of the country, 
no cities of importance, where Jews did not penetrate. But down to 
the turn of the century nobody ever heard of a “Jewish problem.” 
We had, in the first half of the century, an Irish problem and a 
German problem, and we had even a political party, the Know- 
Nothings, stirred into existence by hatred of Irish and German 
immigration. No political sensibilities were focused on the Jew. 
The Jews were relatively few, and outside the privileged area 
of religion, were unusually prompt to adopt American ways and 
standards. 

It is true, the Yankee merchants and moneylenders carped 
steadily at their Jewish competitors, and circulated slanders on 
Jewish sharp dealing and usury. But the general public was 
shrewdly disinterested in the competitive wails of the Yankee 
merchant, who had his own reputation for sharp dealing, in many 
communities a worse one. Indeed the advent of a Jewish firm 
was usually hailed by the buying public as the promise of relief 
from the conscienceless exploitation of the Yankee. 

There was social discrimination against the Jews, but it was 
not fundamentally invidious discrimination. It did not turn on 
assumptions of inferiority and superiority, but on judgments of 
social availability. 

To form a clear idea of the conception of social availability we 
must turn our attention to the peculiar characteristics of American 
society. In European countries social status, all through the nine- 
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teenth century, was relatively stable. An English lord was securely 
a lord for life; so was a French count or a German Graf. There 
were minor nobles and established nonnoble families for whom 
“social security” was as stable as their complexions. Of course there 
were also climbers who, through the acquisition of money and 
the exercise of diplomacy, expert enough to save or ruin a state, 
managed to cotton up to the aristocracy. | 

The unique quality of American “society” lay in the fact that 
with few exceptions the whole aspiring middle class were climbers. 
The Lowells and Cabots, the New York Four Hundred, the 
Philadelphia Mandarins, the Virginia gentle families were excep- 
tions to the rule. Each had its fringe of climbers, but they interest 
us very little in this connection. 

We turn to the mass of climbers that composed American 
society, climbing side by side on the precarious ladder of Ameri- 
can success, climbing competitively and cooperatively. Successful 
climbing might win you advancement in corporation offices, or 
indeed, in political offices. It might give you authentic tips on 
stock market projects or real estate developments. It might intro- 
duce your ardent and problematic son to the chinless daughter of 
a millionaire, or more luckily to the beautiful daughter, full of 
whim and human interest. It might introduce your daughter to 
true eligibles. If your son were a young lawyer, you might get 
him in on the case of a millionaire dog accused of biting a demo- 
crat; and from the dog’s business to the millionaire’s there might 
be a steep road but not absolutely impracticable. I can't go on. 
I find too moving the reflection on this great nation of climbers, 
some destined to succeed, hosts to fall off the third or fifth rung, 
bruised in body and soul, to stand forth as Disappointed Men, 
artisans of noneconomic radical movements. 

What place could the Jew have on the ladder? None, but he 
might set up a ladder of his own. Your son didn’t want his 
daughter, and his daughter didn’t want your son. ‘The whole com- 
plex of relations involving matchmaking and mating was excluded. 
Along with it went the additional complex of relations involving 
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promotion and business opportunity. Your Jewish friends were 
looking out for their own, not yours. You respected them as they 
deserved, but they were not your kind. Socially they were not 
available. 

At great expense you would send your wife and daughters and 
aspiring sons to a summer resort. For the air? Oh, yes, but also for 
the social air; and did you want the social air befogged with 
unavailable people? Certainly not. You skimped and saved to 
send your son or daughter to a college. What for? To learn mathe- 
matics and languages, ancient or modern, civics and American 
history and rhetoric? Oh, yes, but also to have them make “con- 
tacts” with the sons or daughters of the “right people.” Did you 
want the college cluttered up with the “wrong people’? Of course 
not. The faculty, competent instrument for bringing the right 
young people together—could it be diluted with Jews, however 
talented? Of course not. 

On the whole the situation was fairly satisfactory to most Gen- 
tiles and most Jews. The Jew had his own ladder to occupy him. 
But there was the borderline case of the Jew who took his 
religion no more seriously than the Gentiles of his class took their 
religion. He resented exclusion from hotels and clubs. He resented 
the handicaps his sons or daughters might be subject to, in the 
choice of a college. He resented the exclusion of brilliant Jewish 
scholars from the faculties. Was he not as good an American as 
any? Were not equal privilege, equal opportunity, fundamental 
principles of American democracy? They were; but not of the 
American middle-class society “‘on the make.” 

I have written of this situation as of the past. It is not wholly 
of the past. We still have our exclusive hotels and clubs and sum- 
mer resorts. We still have discrimination against Jewish students 
in the colleges. And if you examine the apologies of the college 
presidents you will note the same motivation of “‘society’’ on the 
make. “We have a way of life which we have built up through 
generations. We wish to preserve it. We cannot afford to be 
swamped by elements that do not fit into this way of life.” 
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This sounds fair-minded. The way of life in question is an 
admirable thing: good manners, team play, loyalty to the old 
institution and its students and alumni. Excellent training for 
the social ladder. But perhaps times have changed. Perhaps the 
ladder is not so staunch as formerly. 


II 


With World War 1 the situation of the Jew in America under- 
went a radical change. People began to talk about “the Jewish 
problem” as Europeans had talked of it for generations. Anti- 
Semitism grew up like a mushroom. The Jewish problem began 
to figure in politics. 

Even before the war the great influx of Jews from eastern 
Europe was beginning to stir the Know-Nothing spirit that is 
never wholly quiescent in American democracy. These masses of 
Jews, settled in compact groups, speaking an alien tongue, reading 
newspapers of excessively alien appearance, setting up hieroglyphic 
business signs: would they ever assimilate? ‘The same question 
arose in respect to the great influx of Italians, Greeks, Syrians, 
Poles, and Yugoslavs. 

American democracy had always expected the melting pot to 
solve the problem of alienism. It had never contemplated the 
insertion of permanently alien communities on our soil. We had 
indeed examples of such communities: the Pennsylvania Dutch, 
the Louisiana Creoles, the Spanish-speaking communities in the 
Southwest. But these communities could be tolerated. For the 
most part they lived for themselves, far away from the main 
stream of American life. If they were not Americanized, still, they 
had no foreign loyalties. 

World War 1 introduced America to the concept of “‘hyphen- 
ated Americans’ —German-Americans, Italian-Americans, Scandi- 
navian-Americans, Irish-Americans—who, in the national crisis, 
often appeared not to see eye to eye with the traditionally domi- 
nant type of Americans of English and Scottish origin. Most par- 
ticularly the German-American, with his disposition to defend 
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German war policy, raised grave doubts as to the soundness of 
our population composition. Were we a united nation, capable of 
unified action, or were we an ethnic congeries, in danger of falling 
into anarchy under the shock of a foreign war? 

The event proved that our people were sufficiently unified to 
acquit ourselves fairly in war. But suspicion of the German-Amer- 
icans was never wholly allayed. And with the end of the war and 
the negotiations for the peace settlement, a new concept was in- 
serted in our originally insular consciousness. That was the con- 
cept of national minorities. 

We had always known, vaguely, of French in Alsace-Lorraine, 
irreconcilably French, Poles in Posen, Danes in Schleswig, ir- 
redentist Italians in Trentino and Dalmatia, Greeks in Turkey. 
This situation we had never taken very seriously. Binational 
fringes, bilingual communities, added to the interest and charm 
of European life. I may quote again the Alsatian girl: ‘Nous 
parlons frangais, aber meistens sprechen wir Deutsch.” Could not 
such populations, we asked ourselves, serve as a link between two 
nations, in a progressively more peaceful world? We had been too 
optimistic. The progressively more peaceful world receded into 
the dim future, and in a warlike world the national minority 
assumed the position of an enemy within the gates. Versailles 
attempted, through shifting boundaries, to abate the evil of 
national minorities; ‘Turkey proceeded to solve it by the dreadful 
expedient of “exchange of populations.” ‘The remaining national 
minorities were voted nominal protection under the League. But 
the national minority problem was a mess, and remains a mess 
down to this day. 

The American reaction to the minority question was that no 
" minorities were to be lodged on our soil. Hence the adoption of 
restrictive immigration legislation, with a quota system presumed 
to favor the peoples that assimilate readily and to exclude those 
with a propensity to continue as alien groups—particularly the 
peoples from eastern Europe. We acquired the habit of speaking 
of those groups as “minorities,” a habit that still afflicts us. 
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Antialienism, rather than anti-Semitism, discolored American 
opinion during the first world war and the years immediately 
following. But gradually the whole force of antialienism focused 
itself upon the Jews, creating a full-blown anti-Semitic movement. 

After the fall of the Russian imperial government, representa- 
tives of the Romanoffs took their stations in the various capitals, 
hoping to bring about foreign intervention, to overthrow the still 
shaky Soviet government. The talented Czarist representative in 
Washington, Boris Brazoff, exerted himself to convince American 
opinion that the Russian revolution was purely an affair of the 
Jews. At that time a Russian woman, who went by the name of 
Madame Debogory, came to consult me on the problem of publi- 
cation of what she described as a startling work. I examined the 
manuscript and set it down as a stupid forgery. It was the manu- 
script of the Protocol of the Elders of Zion. Later Madame De- 
bogory informed me triumphantly that she had secured the interest 
of one of the richest men in America, an unspoiled Westerner, 
and that in spite of my mistaken judgment the work would be 
published and reach the millions. After that, God pity the Jews. 

Two years later, I learned that Madame Debogory had been 
a secret agent of Boris Brazoff. 

Put together the instinctive American dislike of permanent 
alien groups, the new conception of national minorities, and the 
identification of the Jews with the Bolshevik revolution through 
the circulation of the Protocol of the Elders of Zion: you have the 
raw materials of the anti-Semitic movement of the twenties and 
thirties. One must add the effect of a misinterpretation, usually 
circulated in bad faith, of the Zionist movement, alleged to be 
based on the conception of dual patriotism. Sometimes fair and 
honest men would assert: ““The Jews themselves say this is not 
their homeland. Palestine is. What they all want is to go to Pales- 
tine. What kind of American citizen would I be if all I wanted was 
to go back to Wales?” 

I’ve tried to make it clear to such people that Zionism is com- 
patible with 100-percent Americanism. Well, you try. 
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The average baby-beef eater of the prosperous Middle West 
hated the Russian revolution. He hated the word Bolshevik, the 
names Lenin and Trotzky, and above all, Karl Marx, whose works 
he had never opened. He wasn’t really frightened. You can’t ex- 
perience serious fright with Chicago baby beef under your belt. 
But the Russian revolution was giving aid and comfort to every 
subversive movement, including the labor unions. It was stirring 
up the bespectacled lady writers on how to install utopias. 

“Maybe the Protocol is a fiction, but it is mightily realistic fic- 
tion. ‘That was how those bozos would have schemed, if they had 
thought of it.” 

His engaging secretary comes in. ‘““There is a gentleman here 
who wants you to join a society. He calls it British Israel.” 

“Me? British Israel? Does he take me for a sheeny?”’ 

‘He says he can prove that the Jews chased the Ten Tribes of 
Israel out because they were Aryans, and the Ten Tribes settled 
England.” 

“Crazy. But it’s interesting. I take it he wants to sell something.” 

“He says he needs some money from you. He'll send you the 
literature.” | 

“He’s crazy. But here, I'll make him a check. The idea ain’t 
bad.” 

You think I’m romancing? Not a bit of it. In my green youth I 
dreamed of romancing, but as I grew wiser I saw that there was 
nothing so fantastic that it did not appear before us in fact. This 
incident I got from the baby-beef eater’s secretary. 

There were once tens of thousands of them in the British Israel 
society. 

To this point we have been dealing with more or less harmless 
fantasies. But toward the end of the twenties one ambitious 
schemer after another began to take heart from what was going on 
in Germany. A paper hanger was rising in his might, on the wings 
of anti-Semitism and the “dictate of Versailles.” Clearly there 
were possibilities in anti-Semitism here, as a political force. From 
Baltimore to San Francisco little Hitlers cropped up. Fortunately 
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they had no “dictate of Versailles’ to fortify their anti-Semitism, 
but they could make good progress by availing themselves of the 
communist menace. 

And when Franklin Roosevelt entered the White House, 
blithely putting together everything subversive under the caption, 
New Deal, the whole disfraternity of little Hitlers set up the 
chant, ‘““The New Deal is a Jew Deal.” They had expensive 
experts making up charts to exhibit the Jew boring from within: 
the Supreme Court, Brandeis and Cardozo; Treasury, Morgenthau; 
Trouble Squad, Corcoran and Cohen. And so on. Who was run- 
ning this country? The Elders of Zion, they asserted. 

The eaters of baby beef put up the money for this show. They 
weren’t exactly convinced, but anything to smear “that man in 
the White House.”’ And that man had the gift of laughter. Some- 
times I think, Roosevelt’s laughter is even more immortal than 
his speech, immortal as America. 


Iil 


I have catalogued the foundation stones of the postwar struc- 
ture of anti-Semitism. Look at the structure: you will note that 
the foundation stones are crumbly and rotten. 

The Jews are.an unassimilable national minority. Did ever 
any considerable population type assimilate more rapidly? As a 
rule it has taken three generations to assimilate my own ancestral 
stock, the Scandinavians. And I know a third-generation scholar 
of my stock who begins his speeches with “Ladies and Yentlemen.”’ 
I know hundreds of descendants of Kishinev who speak as perfect 
English, who deploy as perfect manners, as any adopted son of 
John Harvard or Eli Yale. | 

But they continue to concentrate upon the narrow areas of 
business and professional work, do they not? No. One Jewish fam- 
ily out of ten works a farm; one Gentile family out of seven works 
a farm, a figure that would approximate the Jewish if one excluded 
the uneasy sharecropping proletariat. Jewish artisans are to be 
found in every trade. Oh yes, they monopolize the clothing 
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manufacture, do they not? They do not; the great majority of 
the clothing workers are Gentiles. The Jews supplied us with 
Gompers, Hillman, and Dubinsky, three of the.grandest leaders 
of the American labor movement, who more than any other fig- 
ures of our time set American labor on the road to just freedom. 

We still hear the characterization of the Jews as a “‘minority.”’ 
It is a way of speaking, and not a wise one. In a democracy minor- 
ities are political. ‘The Republicans may be a minority, or the 
Democrats. The Jews may be sunk, for the most part, in a 
Republican or a Democratic minority. But as a people they are 
a minority only in the sense that people of German blood, with 
names like Eisenhower, or people of Scottish blood with names 
like McArthur, are a minority. They are; and what of it? 

Take the third foundation stone, the connection of the Jews 
with the Russian revolution. We have become slightly educated, 
and realize that names like Lenin and Stalin are not necessarily 
Jewish. Only among the obsolete and liquidating 1930 anti- 
Semites do you hear any continued effort to identify the Jews with 
the Russian revolution. You don’t even hear the Jews identified 
with the native communists. How many of the neatly groomed 
Hollywood gentlemen Un-Americanly bullyragged in Washington 
present Jewish names? 

The fourth foundation stone, the relation of the Jews to the 
New Deal, has crumbled to sand. ‘The New Deal is past history. 
It has entered into our national standard of living. There is no 
reactionary so benighted that he wants to undo social security, 
the Tennessee Valley, the essentials of the Wagner Act, the bril- 
liant performance of America in winning the war. There are few 
anti-Semites so idiotic that they could wish to impute these 
splendors of American history to the Jews. 

With the progress toward a sovereign Jewish state in Palestine 
— however limited in area — the argument on the divided loyalty 
of the Jews of America is abating. There is no red-blooded Amer- 
ican who will not assert a sentimental loyalty to the country to 
which he traces his origin: England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland; 
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France, Holland, Germany, Scandinavia; Italy, Spain, Greece, 
Armenia; Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia. We wish our an- 
cestral lands to be free, God bless them. But we are Americans. 
The Jews wish an independent Jewish state in Palestine. So long 
as this wish is not gratified, there will be professional Jews among 
us, as there were professional Irish to complicate our politics until 
Ireland became free. 

The double-patriotism foundation stone is crumbling. 

There remains the huge Machiavellian stone of anti-Semitism as 
a step toward political power. Hitler used it. But Hitler’s soul 
went shrieking down to Hades, in a red-hot cloud of anger and 
hate and crushing defeat. Only such a fool as Mosley can imagine 
that the Hitler formula of rising to political supremacy on the 
skulls of slaughtered Jews will work again. 

The edifice of postwar American political anti-Semitism has 
no foundation except in crumbled and crumbling stone. It is as 
good as gone. 

As the dust and rubble of the postwar anti-Semitic episode 
clears away, we appear to be returning to our original American 
attitude of accepting the Jew as an American among Americans, 
but not socially available. 

All things change; and the America of today and tomorrow 
is not the America of 1910. Some arts have developed and some 
have decayed; and among those that are in process of decay is the 
traditional art of climbing the ladder of success. We want to suc- 
ceed, God knows, as much as ever we did. But the technique of 
success is changing. 

Science and technology have us by the neck. And whoever can 
make an inch of progress in science or technology is on his way 
up. Whether he is descended from Hengist and Horsa, or from 
Abraham or Genghis Khan, is irrelevant. 

I know of a young fellow who used to play around the labora- 
tories of a New York institution. He was detested by everybody. 
But he happened on a scientific discovery that may reach very far 
into human affairs. He wrote it up for a scientific journal, and now 
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scientists refer to it respectfully as “Blank’s’” principle. He is 
still just a highly unlicked cub, but he has been appointed 
associate professor in one of our greatest universities. I nearly 
forgot to mention, he is a Jew. This is today. 

Whether a young man or woman is aiming at a profession, a 
technological position, the civil service, state or national, a place 
on the research staff of Dupont or General Electric or United 
States Steel or Standard Oil, he or she will get little help from 
acquaintances made at Bar Harbor or Sun Valley. Impertinent 
inquiries will come storming in, on training, proof of ability. 

Trained ability: that is the new ladder, and the patronage of 
the right people can’t help you even to the first rung. 

Of course the exclusive summer resort may still exert its match- 
making function. But these bold young men and enterprising 
young women of the scientific age seem not to appreciate match- 
makers. They are under the illusion that they can better go it 
alone. 

The summer resort, the social circle, are slowly and painfully 
responding to the new conditions. They are trying to be interest- 
ing. They are drawing in artists, writers, philosophers, liberated 
priests, swamis, rabbis, to give an impetus to their intellectual life. 

It will be objected that I am generalizing the occasional, pre- 
senting as of today what can only be general tomorrow. The ob- 
jection is well taken. Social life is very resistant to change, however 
inevitable. ‘Think how many customs we have that; come down 
from feudal times. Anything social may survive if it is not a grave 
handicap to existence. 

Look at the colleges and their continued discrimination against 
Jewish students. The colleges have not awakened to |the fact that 
the old ladder of success, for which they developed their “way 
of life,” no longer reaches to the top of any wall. Now they are 
trying to supplement the objective of a polite way of life with 
the objective of selection and training for “leadership.” —The same 
old bunk. 

But even the colleges are feeling uneasy within their crinkled 
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gray complexions, like a serpent in the spring about to cast his 
old skin. They solemnly assert that they do not discriminate. It 
is a lie, but a lie on the Lord’s side. Affect a virtue though you 
have it not. The virtue may take root. 


IV 


My argument may seem to point toward the complete assimi- 
lation of the Jew to American society, with the ultimate disappear- 
ance of the Jew as a separate social entity. This is far from my 
intent and belief. For the Jew has exhibited through the ages an 
unexampled tenacity of life. Through periods of brilliant pros- 
perity, as under the Moors in Spain, through the most terrible 
periods of oppression and persecution, the Jew has remained a 
Jew, true to the Covenant, faithful to the Law. The Jew will re- 
main a Jew in America, though all the factitious disabilities that 
beset him may disappear. 

But as a people apart the Jew can not escape a certain collective 
responsibility. If John Jones misbehaves, only John Jones mis- 
behaves. If Abraham Cohen misbehaves, it is a Jew who misbe- 
haves. The discrimination is unjust. That can’t be helped. It is 
the condition of a minority way of life in a democracy. 

Through most of his history the Jew has had to deal with one 
autocracy or another. Autocracies, as a rule, have found it desir- 
able to encourage diversity among their subjects. Play one off 
against another, and collect a profit from protection. Ours is an 
age of democracies, and history offers no examples of democracies 
that cherished diversities. 

Diversity in religion encounters no democratic hostility. But 
every religion carries with it an accretion of rites and customs that 
together set the practicing religionist apart from the general com- 
munity. So it is with the Catholics, the Seventh-Day Adventists, 
the Quakers, the Dunkards. And because these groups set them- 
selves apart, they are extremely sensitive about the behavior of 
their members. They do their best to enforce higher standards 
than those of the general community. 
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Of all the religious groups the Jews are the most militantly in- 
dividualist. Collective responsibility for society as a whole they 
accept with earnest resolution. ‘There is no group in society that 
will work so hard, sacrifice so much, for causes they appraise as 
good. But they resent bitterly any suggestion that as individuals 
they carry a peculiar responsibility for other individuals of their 
group. 

They have just reason to resent it. If I, a Gentile, felt no re- 
sponsibility for Dillinger, why should you, an Italian, feel respon- 
sible for Lucky Luciano, or, a Jew, for Gyp the Blood or Waxy 
Gordon? It is preposterous that the democracy should impose any 
such responsibility on you. But it does, and it can’t be helped. 

And my friends the Jews, in spite of their protests, do actually 
operate, subtly, a certain collective responsibility. In what group 
of society do you find so much anxious care on the part of the 
parents to bring up their children in the way they should go? 
Perhaps groups of poor people, fleeing from death in Russia to the 
deadly slums of New York, were insufficiently clear as to what 
America expected of a “minority” group. Perhaps first-generation 
Americans, noting the words “Open Sesame’ on the American 
dollar, grabbed at it too singleheartedly. ‘The years go by, and 
adaptation proceeds. Consider the boys and girls assembled in 
Brooklyn College, an institution which knows no difference of 
race within its walls. You will not find anywhere a finer body of 
young Americans, earnest students, with a healthy ambition to 
rise, but according to the rules as they know them. 

I cannot accept the opinion once expressed to me by the late 
Mr. Justice Brandeis that history proves that the Jews can never 
expect more than a hundred years of tolerance under any juris- 
diction, autocratic or democratic. History proves anything and 
disapproves it too. There is something fundamentally new in 
America, that does not fit in with Old World patterns. European 
states have at times tolerated minority religions. America has 
never tolerated them. It has accepted a man’s religion as his private 
right, no more needing tolerance than the color of his eyes. True, 
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America has been less tolerant of minority groups than European 
states in some phases of their history. But a minority religion does 
not necessarily make a minority group. 

What I see in the Jews is a population group like any other, the 
members of which desire, like those of any other group, to marry 
within the group, to carry on social intercourse within the group, 
but not exclusively. Thanks to the fact that their numbers are so 
considerable, they cannot, as in early America, confine themselves 
to trade and the professions, the most poisonously competitive 
walks of life, but are successfully penetrating agriculture and the 
manual trades where ‘“‘a man is a man for a’ that.” 

There will be more intermarriage and amalgamation of blood. 
You can’t expect a full-blooded manual worker to respect a tenuous 
traditional fence with a desirable girl on the other side. ‘Though 
a judge of Israel, Samson could not refrain from taking a Philistine 
bride. Such marginal episodes offer little concern to the philoso- 
pher. The Jews of America will for the most part remain true to 
the Law, faithful to the Prophets, but good Americans among 
good Americans. | 
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